The teratogenic risk.
Reproduction can be impaired in animals and man by drugs and various environmental agents. Depending on the time of exposure--from fertilization through the fetal period and eventually during lactation--the consequences can range from embryotoxicity, gross malformations and a large variety of more subtle morphological, biochemical, and functional abnormalities. The high susceptibility of the embryo to exogenous agents is due to cellular multiplication and differentiation and to the lack of development of the enzyme systems necessary for the detoxification of chemicals. At present, developmental impairments represent the main cause of perinatal mortality and postnatal morbidity. After a review of prenatal physiology and teratogenic principles, the action of selected drugs and environmental agents is analyzed. The potential danger of environmental factors during intrauterine development is of particular concern because of its irreversible nature.